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The Plight of Iraqi Working People

Unemployment in Iraq stands at 50% nationwide and as high as 70% in some areas.  Dr. Nuri Jafer, the deputy minister for Labor and Social Affairs, said that he can find “no country willing to fund plans” to create benefits for people out of work.

The base industrial wage of Iraqi workers was lowered by the Occupation Authorities from $60 to $40 a month, but prices for food and other necessities were allowed to sky rocket.  The occupying forces also issued Order #30 setting wages for workers employed in the public sector at 69,000 dinars a month, or about $35.  The vast majority of Iraqi workers are employed in the public sector.

Workers at the big oil refineries and elsewhere often work 11 and 13 hour shifts without additional pay.  Children of oil refinery employees are often forced to sell motor oil that is given to their parents instead of wages.

Agricultural workers used to receive bonuses as a share of each year’s profits. Now, after the fall of the old regime, the bonuses have been abolished.

Electricity, healthcare, clean water and basic services are in short supply, in addition to the hazardous security situation facing  many Iraqis.

In November, the Paris Club of Western Nations – which holds close to $40 billion in Iraq debts – forgave a portion of the country’s indebtedness, in return for the imposition of rigid International Monetary Fund standards, including a requirement that the monthly food ration on which many Iraqis depend, be abandoned.
Strike Wave

Without a process to settle serious problems at the workplace, many Iraqi workers have gone on strike to correct grievances on the job.

Since March 4, strikes have taken place in a variety of industries -- textile workers in Kut, electric power station workers and aluminum products workers in Nasiriyah, chemical workers, leather workers, hotel workers and soft drink factory workers in Baghdad, and agricultural workers in 300 state farms across the country.

In Kut, authories shot at the workers.

Workers are striking for the right to organize, wage increases linked to inflation, a ban on overtime, improved health and safety standards, payment of promised bonuses, and the removal of corrupt managers.

These strikes are in response to:

· Skyrocketing fuel price rises and plummeting wages.  During the cold months, workers must buy oil to heat their houses.  And throughout the year high fuel prices increase the cost of electricity, and push up the cost of food because transporting food has become very expensive.

· The threat of privatization of many industries, especially aluminum and power.  The workers are aware of much evidence that privatization will cause massive loss of jobs. 

Iraq’s labor Movement

Iraq’s labor movement has a long history, going back to the formation of the oil workers and railway workers unions in the 1920s and 1930s under the British. Unions played an important role in the Revolution of 1958 which set up the first popular Iraqi government.

In the late 1970s, the Saddam Hussein regime crushed the trade union movement in Iraq by murdering and imprisoning unionists and forcing others underground or into exile.  He banned unions in railways and aviation, in the printing and machine production industries, in oil, in electricity and power generation, and in textiles and leather products – which were all publicly-owned industries.

The regime also removed workers pensions and stole billions of dollars to finance wars of aggression.

What remained of unions under Saddam became additional tools for controlling the Iraqi people.

In 1987, Saddam issued Law 150, which prohibited workers in state-owned enterprises from joining unions.

Although the transition law, established when the first transitional Iraqi government came to power, make union activity legal, there are no governmental processes for the functioning of unions in Iraq. Also, Saddam’s 1987 law is still being enforced.  The law affects workers employed in the enterprises set to be privatized, and that is why it hasn’t been repealed as hundreds of other Saddam-era laws have been.  If those workers have no legal union, no right to bargain, and no contracts, then privatization and the huge job losses that will come with it, will face much less organized resistance.

Furthermore, last year CPA head Paul Bremer issued a decree called Public Notice Number One, prohibiting "pronouncements and material that incite civil disorder, rioting or damage to property."

Hadi Saleh, a leader of the Iraqi Federation of Trade Unionists (IFTU), was assassinated on January 4, and Ali Hassan Abd, a member of the General Union of Oil and Gas Workers (GUOW) was assassinated on February 18.

And members and leaders of the Federation of Workers Councils and Unions of Iraq (FWCUI) have been arrested and fired from their jobs, along with members and leaders of the Union of the Unemployed.

Last year, U.S. occupation forces arrested eight members of the IFTU’s governing board.  They were released the next day, but no explanation for their arrest has been given

Despite deaths threats and constant harassment, Iraqi working people have been joining together in unions and have been negotiating with employers for the same things that workers throughout the world demand: higher wages, better benefits, and job security.

Iraqi Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU) 

The IFTU represents workers from a variety of ethnic and religious backgrounds who work in Iraq’s core industries.  It grew out of an underground workers’ organization, which among other things, from exile publicized Hussein’s crimes until the collapse of his regime.

The IFTU was formed in an open meeting on May 16, 2003, in a convention of grassroots trade unionists who had histories of courageous opposition to Saddam Hussein.  Through worksite-by-worksite organizing, it has built 12 national unions and in the summer and fall of 2004 held regional conferences for various industry sectors.  

One of the first actions of the IFTU was to support workers in a bicycle factory in Mamoudiya. Shortly after the fall of Saddam, they asked for higher wages. The CPA refused to grant their demands, so the IFTU stepped in.  They made clear to management that the workers would strike within two weeks if there were no wage hikes.  Management continued to refuse to bargain, and the workers walked off the job.  After only five hours, management granted the raises.

Federation of Workers Councils and Unions of Iraq (FWCUI)

The FWCUI was founded in December, 2003 at a conference which included representatives of several syndicates, elected councils, and preparatory committees in several plants, enterprises, and factories.  The FWCUI was proceeded by a sister organization the Union of the Unemployed in Iraq (UUI) which staged weekly demonstrations around the country from June-December 2003, demanding jobs or unemployment compensation. Then the organization held a successful workers’ conference in Basra in November, 2004.  And more than 350 delegates from many industries and workplaces participated in another FWCUI conference held in Baghdad this past April. The FWCUI has participated in strikes with a range of industries, including leather, textile and chemical workers.

General Union of Oil Workers (GUOW)

The GUOW is an independent, secular union representing oil workers in Basra, Amara, and Nassirriyah and includes 10 trade union councils in Iraqi oil companies.  The union grew out of the South Oil Company Union and now encompasses ten trade union councils in Iraqi oil companies.

Through GUOW, Iraqi oil workers were able to win higher wages.  They threatened a strike on January, 2004, forcing the CPA to push their minimum salary up to 150,000 dinars, or about $100.  In the summer of 2003, the oil workers closed a refinery being operated by a Halliburton/KBR subcontractor to protest the presence of large numbers of foreign workers on the job. In May of 2005 the GUOW held a conference in Basra on the threat of privatization of the oil industry.

The Selling of Iraq

US  continues to develop strategies for the transformation of the Iraqi economy from publicly-owned to privately held.

In 2003, the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) published Order #39, which permits 100 percent foreign ownership of all Iraqi businesses, except the oil industry. Most of Iraq’s basic industry is publicly owned, including oil, electricity, railroads and many of the basic manufacturing industries.

Last year, Thomas Foley, director for private sector development for the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), announced a list of the first Iraqi state enterprises to be sold off, including cement and fertilizer plants, phosphate and sulfur mines, pharmaceutical factories and the country’s airline.

To make the sell-off of Iraqi resources easier, the CPA issued Order No. 37, which suspends income and property taxes a year and imposes a flat tax of 15 percent on individuals and corporations in the future.

Conferences are taking place regularly in Washington and London in which Iraqi enterprises and contracts are put on display, and transnational corporations come to examine profit making opportunities.  One recent conference at Washington’s National Press Club sponsored by Equity International, a business consulting service, featured executives from Lockheed Martin, Raytheon, Rockwell Automation, Foster Wheeler, The Livingston Group, Nissan Motor Co, M/A-COM, Federal Security Systems, Danimex Communications, Global Transportation Systems, Applied Industrial Technologies, Comprehensive Health Services, Washington Group International, International Truck and Engine Corporation and diplomats from countries participating in the occupation coalition.

Iraqi workers in the vast publicly owned industrial sectors look at the prospect of privatization with dread.  Dathar Al-Kashab, manager of Baghdad’s Al Daura oil refinery, predicted that privatization would have an enormous effect.  "A worker starting here today has a job for life, under the old system," he explains, "and there’s no law which permits me to lay him off.  But if I put on the hat of privatization, I’ll have to fire 1500 [of the refinery’s 3000] workers.  In America when a company lays people off, there’s unemployment insurance, and they won’t die from hunger.  If I dismiss employees now, I’m killing them and their families."  The privatization of the Umm Qasr docks would undoubtedly have the same effect on the port’s longtime workforce.

goals of Organized labor in iraq

· Winning for every Iraqi working person the unqualified right to form and join unions that are democratic, free of governmental control, and free of religious, political, gender and ethnic discrimination. President Bush himself supported the notion of free trade unions as a crucial part of building democracy in Iraq in his 2004 State of the Union address.

· Iraq must write a new labor code which is not only bound by the conventions of the International Labor Organization, but which also protects workers from negative affects of privatization, and protects rights such as free education and medical care.
· Winning for the Iraqi people the right to determine the shape of their economic system without interference from the U.S. or international agencies.  The plan by U.S. Occupying forces to privatize publicly-owned Iraqi enterprises could, if implemented, cause massive unemployment and have a devastating impact on the average Iraqi working family.  

· Law 150,  Saddam’s law now being enforced by the Iraqi government, must be repealed.  It was passed under the Saddam regime and outlaws trade unions in the public sector, where the vast majority Iraq workers are employed.
· End the tragically high level of unemployment, which now stands at 70 percent nationwide, and provide unemployment compensation.  The economy must be rebuilt first and foremost to imporove the living and working conditions of the Iraqi people.

· The Iraqi oil industry, which accounts for 70 percent of Iraq’s economy must continue to be publicly owned and the profits from this industry must be used to rebuild Iraq’s infrastructure, public services and educational institutions.
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